Symphonic relevancy: Education and community engagement programs in Virginia by Davis, Lucretia
  
 
 
 
SYMPHONIC RELEVANCY: 
EDUCATION AND COMMUNITY 
ENGAGEMENT PROGRAMS IN VIRGINIA 
 
 
 
 
BY LUCRETIA DAVIS 
 
 
 
 
 
 
A Thesis 
Submitted to the Faculty 
of 
Drexel University 
by 
Lucretia Davis 
in partial fulfillment of the 
requirements for the degree 
of  
Master of Science in Arts Administration 
February 2017 
  
 
 
© Copyright 2017 
Lucretia Davis. All Rights Reserved. 
 
 
 
ii 
 
DEDICATION 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Dedicated to my orchestra students, past, present, and future.  
May I inspire you as much as you inspire me.  
iii 
 
ACKNOWLEDGMENTS 
 
 
I would like to gratefully acknowledge those who gave of their time and 
dedication to see me through the process, ensuring the high quality of my work. 
Undertaking a project of this scope could not have been achieved without help from the 
following individuals.  
Thank you to Roanoke Symphony Orchestra staff Sarah Wardle Jones, Director of 
Education and Community Engagement and David Crane, Executive Director of the RSO 
for participation in the interviews and allowing the Arts Administration field to get to 
know your symphony better. To the Virginia Symphony Orchestra staff Christy Havens, 
Director of Education and Community Engagement and Benjamin Rous, Resident 
Conductor, I thank you as well for providing remarkable insights of the Virginia 
Symphony and in-depth interviews. Thank you, Dr. Andrew Zitcer, Drexel University 
thesis director, my thesis advisor, Dr. Jean Brody, and Professor Lindsey S. Crane for 
your guidance, encouragement, and dedication to aspiring arts leaders. Thank you to my 
colleague, Barbara Paterson, and parent of two of my students, Jennifer Burk, for being 
my “revision team.”  
Finally, thank you to my family and friends for your encouragement and patience 
throughout this time. Special thanks goes to my grandmother, Mrs. Modesteen U. Davis, 
for her unconditional love and support through all my music and academic endeavors 
since childhood.  
 
 
iv 
 
TABLE OF CONTENTS 
 
LIST OF FIGURES ......................................................................................................................................... v 
ABSTRACT ................................................................................................................................................... vi 
INTRODUCTION…………………………………………………………………………………………..vii 
 
REVIEW OF LITERATURE……………………………………………………………………………….10 
 
METHODOLOGY………………………………………………………………………………………….22 
 
CHAPTER ONE - ROANOKE SYMPHONY ORCHESTRA……………………………………………..24 
 
CHAPTER TWO - VIRGINIA SYMPHONY ORCHESTRA………………………………………....…..41 
 
 
CHAPTER THREE - CHALLENGES WITHIN EDUCATION AND ENGAGEMENT ………………...55 
 
CONCLUSION……………………………………………………………………………………………...65 
APPENDIX A: LETTER OF CONSENT…………………………………………...……………………...72 
 
APPENDIX B: INTERVIEW QUESTIONS - RSO………………………………………………………..73 
 
APPENDIX C: INTERVIEW QUESTIONS - RSO………………………………………………………..74 
 
APPENDIX D: INTERVIEW QUESTIONS -VSO………………………………………………………..75 
 
APPENDIX E: INTERVIEW QUESTIONS - VSO………………………………………………………..76 
 
BIBLIOGRAPHY ………………………………………………………………………………………….77 
 
v 
 
LIST OF FIGURES 
 
 
 
         
FIGURE 1 - MAP OF ROANOKE VALLEY……………………………………………………………...25 
 
FIGURE 2 - ROANOKE SYMPHONY ORCHESTRA EDUCATION DIAGRAM……………………...28 
 
FIGURE 3 - MAP OF HAMPTON ROADS…………………………………………………………….....42 
         
FIGURE 4 - VIRGINIA'S EIGHT GEOGRAPHIC REGIONS…………………………………………....42 
 
FIGURE 5 -SIDE-BY-SIDE EDUCATION AND COMMUNITY ENGAGEMENT 
OPPORTUNITIES............................................................................................. ............................................54 
 
FIGURE 6 - POPULATION DISTRIBUTION BY RACE IN NORFOLK, VIRGINIA…………………..62 
 
FIGURE 7 - POPULATION DISTRIBUTION BY RACE IN ROANOKE, VIRGINIA………………….63 
 
 
 
vi 
 
 
 
ABSTRACT 
 
 
 
Symphonic Relevancy is a case study on the Education and Community 
Engagement Programs of the Roanoke Symphony and Virginia Symphony Orchestras. 
The paper explores how two orchestras of the eight geographic regions from the state of 
Virginia provide education and community engagement services to their respective 
markets in a quest to stay relevant to their communities. The Roanoke Symphony is 
situated in the southwestern portion of the state and the Virginia Symphony Orchestra is 
positioned in the southeastern region of the state. This research examines each orchestra’s 
role in its community for youth and adults, educational programming, community 
engagement activities, and the challenges that lie within. 
Data has been drawn from in-depth interviews, field research, and document 
analysis on the issues within each orchestra as it seeks to provide an accessible and 
enduring musical arts education in today’s changing world. The predominant theme of 
Symphonic Relevancy is the need to educate. It is the education of our youth in school, 
young adults in college, and adults in the community that is an ongoing process for each 
orchestra. It is revealed that symphony orchestras play a vital role in their community, 
and solidifying the role each orchestra plays is heavily dependent on its location. It is 
proven that geography is a major component in each community’s demographics and 
resources. Each orchestra will fulfil the needs of its community in a unique way, reveal 
the challenges presented, and work to remain relevant in its community.  
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INTRODUCTION 
 
 
Understanding how regional orchestras serve the welfare and education of their 
local community is important because the arts are a community resource. A symphony 
orchestra is just one sector of the arts community that plays an extensive role in 
supporting teachers, students, and music enthusiasts through its rich programming, 
community events, and education. It is a function and goal of a symphony orchestra to 
reach out to new audiences by attracting new patrons to this art form by exploring 
different venues, music, and innovative techniques. One of the potential audiences lies in 
a community’s youth, and the most logical way to reach young people is to go where they 
are.  
An orchestra can provide valuable resources that help to supplement and support 
the curriculum of music educators. When teachers can expose their students to orchestra 
programs and activities, they help to instill an appreciation of the arts, build future 
concert-goers, and spark possible career opportunities. The League of American 
Orchestras states that, “orchestras fuel local economies, attract new business 
development, educate young people, and through the power of music - unite individuals 
and cultures in times of public celebration and healing. Music education is an 
indispensable part of life-long learning, and participation in music programs prepares 
students to succeed in school, work, and life” (2015, 1). 
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I became interested in the topic of orchestral education and engagement for both 
personal and professional reasons. I have been involved with orchestral activities since 
elementary school from the age of ten. Motivated by my public school music teachers, I 
was inspired to become a music teacher. In high school, my orchestra had the occasion to 
visit the Philadelphia Orchestra on several occasions and the orchestra had me 
mesmerized. The trips to see the orchestra and ballet were highlights of my school 
experiences. The rigorous music education that I was provided, in addition to my school 
orchestra participation, fueled my love for orchestral music today. This love, coupled 
with my desire to be a teacher, still continues to grow. I personally believe that a 
symphony orchestra can provide an abundant amount of educational opportunities and 
engagement initiatives for its community. The orchestra is not solely for children, adults, 
one kind of people, or the elite. It is an experience for all to learn the beauty and depth of 
symphonic music.  
This thesis will examine how two symphony orchestras in the state of Virginia 
provide education and community engagement services to their market in a quest to stay 
relevant to its constituents. Based on case study analysis of two regional orchestras, the 
Roanoke Symphony and the Virginia Symphony Orchestra, the research examines each 
orchestra’s role in its community, educational programming, and community engagement 
activities. This study will be limited to only two of the thirty- seven orchestras serving the 
state of Virginia because these orchestras represent two major corridors of the state: 
South Eastern and South Western Virginia. The study is not meant to be a comparison, 
but rather, intended as a source to uncover the best practices, innovations, and challenges 
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in educating and engaging communities in the state. Much of the research will serve as a 
summary of principles on education and community engagement in the state of Virginia 
for teachers, arts administrators, researchers, and leaders in the field. Those orchestras 
with similar-sized budgets and demographics will also find the study useful to compare to 
their programs in seeking enhancement and growth as orchestras around the country 
continue to face challenging times in an endeavor to stay relevant in their community.  
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REVIEW OF LITERATURE 
 
 
 
Why Should There Be Music Education in Schools? 
 
 
The March 2015 U.S. Orchestra Facts acknowledges that, “music education is an 
indispensable part of life-long learning, and participation in music programs prepares 
students to succeed in school, work, and life” (2). That is why the great majority of 
orchestras engage and advocate on behalf of in-school music education in their 
communities. President of the League of American Orchestras, Jesse Rosen asserts that, 
“Firmly and equitably establishing music in the schools has been and will continue to be 
a tough challenge” (2008, 20). Phillip Hart says that orchestras large and small need to 
increase their access to music education for youth in their community and have a 
“…direct interest in young people beyond the narrow one of building audiences...” (1973, 
27).  
Education in the arts, especially in music, should begin early, certainly earlier 
than in high school and probably in kindergarten. Very young children are known 
to respond eagerly to music activity, as Dalcroze, Orff, Kodaly, and Suzuki have 
shown. These approaches also show us the importance of having children actively 
perform rather than merely listen, though listening has its place when enriched by 
performance (Hart 1973, 29). 
 
Furthermore, research tells us that, “If symphony orchestras can assume responsibility 
for an effective program of music appreciation and education, the results should include 
larger audiences and more community support, both private and public” (Hart 1973, 80). 
The larger ways in which symphony orchestras do their part by supporting music 
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education in the schools is through in-school partnerships, children’s concerts, after-
school programs, and youth orchestras.  
 
Educational Opportunities: In-School Partnerships 
 
 A number of orchestras have sponsored in-school partnerships for more than 
twenty years. The New York Philharmonic, Pacific, San Francisco, Milwaukee, and 
Minneapolis Symphonies are just a few that have partnered with their school districts to 
educate youth (Hoffer 1958; DeNardo 2001; Theon 2009; Carrick 2012; Kahn 2014). At 
the other end of the spectrum there are several orchestras beginning their tradition of in-
school partnerships in discovering new ways to bring music to students. An in-school 
partnership is not some new phenomenon though. It is a building block towards a 
sustained relationship, which is critical to an orchestra’s commitment to grow its 
community (Hart 1973; Kahn 2014).  
DeNardo comments that, “Partnerships can provide students with real-life 
interactions with artists in ways typically unavailable in school settings” (2001, 37). One 
recent example of a partnership is the Tulsa Symphony Orchestra’s program called 
Sounds for Success aimed at preschoolers at the Union Rosa Parks Early Childhood 
Education Center. School principal Lynn McClure, remarks that one of their missions is 
to “bring beauty into children’s lives” (Archer 2013). Tulsa Symphony Orchestra 
musicians visit the schools weekly to engage the children in learning music. They also 
communicate with the school’s teachers on how to best help develop the child through 
music education.  The literature on in-school programs concludes that, “orchestras are 
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embracing the opportunity to advance a standards-based, K-12 music program for all 
learners and are committing to learning about music education's status in schools; 
adopting best practices in local advocacy; responding to the needs of students, schools, 
and the wider community; speaking up to support in-school music educators; and forming 
sustainable partnerships with schools and communities to secure the success of every 
child in music education” (Rosen 2008, 20). 
 
Educational Opportunity: Young People’s Concerts 
 
Teaching children to appreciate classical music has traditionally been the core 
objective for organizing concerts for young people (Hoffer 1958; Theon 2009). Marcia 
Theon, public school educator in Wayzata, Minnesota, talks about how preparing 
students to attend young people’s concerts became an inherent part of the students’ 
training in appreciating classical music.  Her findings concur with Phillip Hart’s point, 
that educating listeners “will contribute greatly to the expansion of the repertoire and 
enhance a deeper and more widespread understanding of new music by composers living 
and working in our midst. It will develop in them the capacity for appreciating the glories 
of music heritage” (1973,80). The literature supports the need for concerts geared 
specifically towards young people. In fact, the importance of instilling music appreciation 
in school students is critical (Hoffer 1958, 40). Young people’s concerts are crucial in 
keeping the orchestra connected to the school system it serves and surrounding 
community.  
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Educational Opportunity: After-School Programs 
 
Many after-school programs feature arts-based instruction. Arts-based instruction 
can take many forms, such as individual lessons, group lessons, classroom lessons, and 
large group instruction. The programs offered during after school hours can be free or 
require a fee. Many successful models of after-school programs have recently emerged in 
the United States. Polly Kahn notes that, “Over the last five years sixty orchestras have 
started free after-school programs with community partners, providing nutritional and 
academic support, and intensive musical endeavors” (2014, 2). 
A key figure in the after-school movement is Jose Antonio-Abreu, the founder of 
the El Sistema movement in Venezuela. His after-school program became the catalyst for 
many current American-based systems (Rosen 2008) and (Kahn 2014, 6). Antonio-Abreu 
uses his passion for music education as a tool, creating family support and academic help 
programs for children of poverty for almost forty years in Venezuela (Kahn 2014, 6):  
Grounded as an after-school program, the El Sistema model uses a deep-dive 
approach to music instruction partnered with nutrition, academic tutoring, and 
family support. The work aligns the tools of instrumental training with techniques 
that foster cooperation, discipline, supportive community, and deferred 
gratification. In El Sistema-Inspired (ESI) programs, children learn in groups 
from a very early age, with little ones teaching one another. Constant sharing of 
achievement and performance is a core element of the experience (Kahn 2014, 6).   
 
In an article published in 2012 about the city of Baltimore, Maryland, John Lewis 
wrote about the start of ORCHkids, an El Sistema-inspired program with the Baltimore 
Symphony (Kahn 2014).  Another after-school program that is being researched 
extensively is the Youth Orchestra Los Angeles (YOLA), headed by an alumnus of the 
Venezuelan program, Gustavo Dudamel. Jose Abreu says that, “Music…has the ability to 
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unite an entire community” (Rosen 2008, 20). Data reveals that El Sistema-inspired 
programs show children outperforming their peers in reading and math and making 
significant musical progress (Kahn 2014).  
 
 
Educational Opportunity: Youth Orchestra 
 
According to the U.S. Orchestra Facts Report (March 2015), there are nearly 400 
youth orchestras conducted outside of schools across America. New orchestras are being 
created each year to meet the growing demand for extracurricular musical opportunities. 
A youth orchestra is an ensemble of musicians, typically aged six through eighteen, who 
meet together weekly to rehearse and perform several concerts throughout the year to 
showcase their talent. Being part of an orchestra has led to youth developing their talents, 
teamwork, self-discipline, critical thinking, and individual expression in unique ways. 
According to Keith Lockhart, music director of the Boston Pops Orchestra, “Music 
teaches discernment, discipline, and self-awareness and provides a framework for striving 
to do one’s best in a field that encourages creative self-expression” (Mahlmann, 1997, 
38). Both youth orchestras anchored to a symphony orchestra and those that are 
community-based offer the opportunity for extracurricular music study.  There are a 
number of symphony orchestras that have a well-established youth orchestra linked to a 
professional orchestra. The Milwaukee Youth Symphony Orchestra, winners of the 2015 
National Arts and Humanities Program Award and the seventy-seven-year-old premier 
youth orchestra of the tri-state region, the Philadelphia Youth Orchestra are two such 
organizations that have established symphony orchestras as well as a youth ensemble.  
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There are a number of school programs that do not offer orchestral instrumental 
study as part of their curriculum and use a youth orchestra or an after-school music 
program to support the lack of programming in the school: “Youth orchestras supplement 
music education programs in schools and provide young musicians with the opportunity 
to pick up these experiences. By focusing on accessibility, youth orchestras ensure that 
students of varying economic means have the chance to learn together and connect with 
their communities” (Youth Orchestra Profile 2015). In additional literature, Joohee Hong 
remarked that, “…an important role of youth orchestras is not only to build future arts 
patrons and a funding base for the orchestra through direct practice in the art form of 
music, but also to educate young people and encourage collaboration among those 
individuals involved” (2014, 181). Youth orchestras provide symphony orchestras a 
chance to connect with youth on a variety of levels, which ultimately helps symphony 
members connect to their community.  
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Community Engagement: The Need for Relevance 
 
Symphony orchestras, like many other arts organizations must continually find 
ways to interact with their audiences not only at concerts and events, but at other times 
throughout the season to keep them engaged. Engagement is a two-way pursuit to keep 
all audiences aware of the many opportunities available to them and help orchestras 
remain at the forefront of their patrons’ minds. “In reaching out to new communities, 
symphony orchestras have just recently become aware of issues around inclusivity and 
social relevance as they strive for the renewal of the Western symphonic tradition” 
(Ramnarine 2011, 328). Not every orchestra, however, was openly reaching out to its 
community, as noted in Penelope McPhee’s eight-year study on the Knight Foundation’s 
Magic of Music initiative for symphony orchestras (2002). The initiative was the result of 
the Knight Foundation’s view that a problematic gap exists between orchestras and their 
communities, and that orchestras must undergo a fundamental change to be able to bridge 
that gap to relevancy (Thaker 2003). According to the Knight Foundation  
This gap exists because orchestras are not relevant to the community as a whole, 
in that their appeal is primarily to the richest, whitest three or four percent. (I 
understand this to mean we must stop believing that we are acting as a symphony 
orchestra only if we are playing the orchestral canon at formal concerts in a 
concert hall.) If orchestras are to be the link that brings the art form to the 
community, we must listen to the audience, which is asking us for fundamental 
changes in the pieces we play, or the kinds of pieces, or how we sit, or where we 
play, or what time we play, or who plays (Thacker 2003,116).  
  
I believe in order to appeal to larger audiences, especially youth, orchestras do 
need to take a closer look at their community demographics. Orchestral leaders in cities, 
suburban, and rural communities must understand what their constituents listen to and 
determine how and why it appeals to them. A symphony orchestra can perform music 
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classical music that reaches its audience, however engagement between both parties must 
occur. 
There seems to be a gap in the literature between the years 2002 and 2010 as to 
any further findings on how orchestras can remain relevant through community 
engagement. This could also have to do with the shift from using the terms “community 
outreach” to “community engagement,” as noted by researcher Julia M. Robertson in a 
Master’s Project on Community Engagement Initiatives (2008, 37).  
Over the next ten years, scholars and other arts researchers in the field began to 
explore how orchestras can break stereotypes to make orchestral music more appealing 
and look into reaching new audiences through more meaningful engagement activities. 
During this timeframe, research conducted by the League for American Orchestras has 
begun to reveal new ways symphony orchestras are getting out into the community to 
keep them engaged. Polly Kahn reports that, “Orchestras are experimenting with annual 
Fourth of July concerts in the park, to Martin Luther King and Memorial Day concerts for 
the community, to residences co-curated by culturally specific partners” in an effort to 
reach new communities (2014,3). This work is initiating a discussion on community 
engagement and orchestras. Jenkins (2011) adds that there is more competition for 
people’s time, attention, and dollars, thus organizations need to get involved in the 
community to stay relevant. Orchestras are finding new ways to bring the symphony to 
community members. By performing directly in the community “…people are coming 
together in ways that cut across differences in demographics, economic status, race, 
ethnicity, education, and musical background” (Kahn 2014, 3).  
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 In recent years, orchestras have begun to utilize social events to connect with 
their audiences. Orchestras have explored short concerts based on contemporary themes, 
used a variety of composers within genres, animation, digital technology, and social 
media to reach new audiences (Kahn 2014, 3). Ramnarine (2011) further reiterates that 
technology can encourage innovative orchestral interactions for a listener and help to 
encourage audience participation and collaboration.  An example of such innovations 
with technology for orchestra, is film composer and technologist, Brian Transeau’s, 
collaboration with “Video Games Live” creator Tommy Tallarico’s, to have a symphony 
orchestra perform an often unexplored genre of electronic music.  Tommy Tallarico said 
of the project, “This 'electronic symphonic' collaboration reinvents what a twenty-first 
century symphonic experience can be: incredibly high-energy, melodic electronic music 
from one of the top artists in the field blended with the artistic and cultural merits of a full 
symphony. Electronic Opus will dazzle and entertain music lovers of all ages" 
(Electronic Opus 2014). Thaker (2003) does state that by playing nontraditional 
repertoire in nontraditional venues orchestras can reach new people not normally in 
attendance in the traditional models of concerts. According to Ramnarine (2011, 345) 
orchestras are experimenting more with new concert formats such as rush-hour commuter 
performances and encouraging informal behaviors to target youth audiences (e.g., 
allowing refreshments in the performance space and clapping between movements of a 
work).  
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Community Engagement: Partnerships with Arts Organizations 
 
The model of partnership is not a completely new concept. “Most businesses large 
and small operating in today’s global economy and arts organizations are increasingly 
seeking to engage in arrangements that include alliances and joint ventures, formal 
partnerships, and informal collaborations” (Karraker and Grams 2008, 91). “A primary 
purpose of entering into a partnership is to accomplish goals as a group that would be 
unattainable as an individual” (DeNardo 2001, 37). There are many potential partners that 
a symphony orchestra could have. Orchestras can partner with businesses, other 
nonprofits, health care facilities, institutions of higher learning, other arts organizations, 
and even the juvenile justice system. Thomas E. Backer conducted a study for the John S. 
and James L. Knight Foundation on what works and what does not work for partnerships 
in the arts in 2002. The research shows over sixty partnerships and lessons learned from 
this study. Backer’s (2002) study and that of Karraker and Grams (2008) both support 
that a working partnership is rooted in equivalency as it relates to trust, shared 
responsibilities, shared purpose, and communication. It is identified in the literature that 
partnerships, whether for-profit or nonprofit, be meaningful to all parties involved 
(Backer 2002; Karraker and Grams 2008; Mendel 2013). Furthermore, Mendel’s research 
tells us that, “entering into meaningful partnership offers the promise…that they may use 
to receive greater return-on-investment in their partnership endeavors” (2013,66). 
Successful partnerships are a result of very specific choices made. Successful 
partnerships can lead to more effective program delivery, enhancement of a core or 
auxiliary artistic programming, program expansion, increased organizational capacity, 
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and even the transformation of an organization. The majority of literature above provides 
implications on what does work and what does not work with partnerships. There is a gap 
in the literature as to how partnerships outside of education specifically affect the 
orchestras of today.  
 
Community Engagement: The Symphony Conductor, Musicians, and Staff 
 
In order for a symphony orchestra to be truly in tune with its community, the 
entire arts organization has to be involved in a positive manner. “In some regional 
orchestras in the United States, musicians are now required to work in schools and 
communities as part of their contractual agreements. In larger orchestras, incentives for 
community engagement are offered through the exchange of such work for standard 
performance services” (Myers 2006).  The number of orchestral musicians engaged in 
community programs is growing through more overall participation from staff and more 
rigorous professional development (Kahn 2014). The Magic of Music, sponsored by The 
Knight Foundation, through its study found that “strengthening internal relations, 
especially enhancing the role of musicians, was a critical element to community 
engagement activities.”  (McPhee, 2003; Thaker, 2003).  The conductor also plays a huge 
role in communicating the level of engagement of an orchestra. Lockhart commented that 
as conductor of the Boston Pops the conductor is “…the person with the strongest visual 
impact and it is his or her job to be the intermediary between the orchestra and the 
audience” (1997,40). In addition to educators, Anthony Tommasini agrees that everyone 
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has a stake in the future field of engagement-- musicians, music directors, concert 
presenters, boards, educators, and critics (2001).  
The majority of literature on the topic of symphonic relevancy clearly states that 
through education and community engagement, an orchestra can be deemed as integral to 
its community. Orchestras contribute to healthy societies through active participation 
while the presence of an orchestra can be an indicator of a community’s economic and 
cultural strength (U.S. Orchestra Facts 2015). By educating youth, developing 
partnerships, and engaging the community it serves, the orchestra appeals to audiences in 
new ways to maintain its relevance. 
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METHODOLOGY 
 
The following case studies on the Roanoke Symphony and Virginia Symphony 
Orchestra’s education and community engagement programs will provide evidence of the 
quest for relevancy in each of these communities in the state of Virginia. Using a 
standardized set of questions (see Appendices), two key staff members from each 
Education and Community Engagement Department are interviewed. Their responses 
will serve as a constituent framework upon which to examine the orchestra’s direct 
programs. The main research questions for this thesis are:  
1. How do regional symphony orchestras in a particular geographical area educate 
and serve their communities?  
2. What innovations have been made in programming for the symphony over the 
last three to five years to enhance community engagement?  
3. What challenges exist for the symphony orchestra while in the realm of 
education and service to the community?  
 
Primary research was gathered from interviews of personnel and the orchestra 
website. Each interviewee was sent a formal letter of inquiry and request for permission 
to use their feedback. An investigation of each website provided the following 
information on each symphony orchestra: a brief history, education and community 
mission statement(s), general education programming, youth orchestras, school 
partnerships, community events, partnerships, and unique artistic programs. 
The method used in research is primarily qualitative in nature, which is expected 
in case study analysis. The focus of this thesis is on interviews and data collection 
facilitating the need for the qualitative method research. Specifically, the use of 
evaluation research because it “discovers if programs and polices are working, and what 
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could be improved.” (Rubin and Rubin 2004, 11). Secondary research is coming from 
newspaper articles, documents, and other sources of data. The limitations to this research 
approach are based solely on the opinions of Roanoke Symphony and Virginia 
Symphony staff, as well as their current patrons. Outside interviews and surveys were not 
conducted to gather input from other members in the community. 
 The following two case studies are broken up into four main sections that explain 
and summarize the qualitative results of research on how each orchestra remains relevant 
through its Education and Community Engagement Department. The four sections are: 
the orchestra’s history, role in the community, education programs, and community 
engagement programs. The thesis will conclude with a discussion of challenges inherent 
in the realm of education and community engagement programs, an analysis of both 
programs’ departments, best practices for regional orchestras in the state of Virginia, and 
suggestions for further research.  A clear picture and definition of successful programs 
will naturally uncover practices and programming strategies, which may then be 
evaluated and recommended for other symphony orchestras.  
      
 
 
 
 
 
 
24 
 
 
CHAPTER ONE –  WESTERN CENTRAL VIRGINIA  
ROANOKE SYMPHONY ORCHESTRA 
 
History 
 
Roanoke, Virginia is located in the Western Central Roanoke Valley, situated in 
between the Blue Ridge Mountains and Virginia Allegheny Highlands. It is 168 miles 
West of Richmond, the state capital of Virginia. The area has a diverse arts and culture 
scene which includes its own symphony orchestra, founded in 1953 by Gibson Morrisey. 
The Roanoke Symphony Orchestra’s mission “is to enrich lives, educate and entertain 
diverse audiences in Western Virginia with the highest quality instrumental and choral 
concerts, and to enhance traditional performances with innovative programming” 
(rso.com 2016). It is the largest professional orchestra west of Richmond with a revenue 
stream of approximately $1.5 million, as reported in their 2014 990 form. The symphony 
has a total of 181employees and has eighty-four musicians on its current roster. They 
draw their audience and perform for primarily Roanoke County, Franklin County, Henry 
County, Montgomery County, Botetourt County, Roanoke City, and Salem City. The 
orchestra is under the direction of their fourth music director, Mr. David Stewart Wiley, 
who has pushed the orchestra toward a “new era of artistic growth and vision” since 
1996. The orchestra is thriving and according to their website, “has been recognized 
nationally for its remarkable artistic achievements, its innovative education program, and 
its unique outreach to diverse audiences” (rso.com 2016).  
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FIGURE 1: Roanoke Valley of Virginia (www.virginia.org) 
 
Community Role 
The orchestra is thriving in Roanoke, Virginia. It plays an important role in the 
community’s daily shaping of life for both children and adults. The symphony’s 
Education and Community Engagement Department helps to facilitate that education. For 
the case study on the Roanoke Symphony Orchestra, I interviewed Education and 
Community Engagement Director, Sarah Wardle Jones and Executive Director, David 
Crane.  
For adults, Executive Director of the Roanoke Symphony David Crane tells us 
that RSO is “Really towards this kind of enhancement towards education” and for 
children, it is primarily to supplement areas of their music education. He remarks that 
some of the school districts they serve are “very robust” and others are not, therefore 
offering an “opportunity for students to hear ensembles” from the Roanoke Symphony 
where they could not otherwise afford to is crucial. Within the role of education, the 
orchestra serves for its community of adults, Crane further explains, “That they aren’t 
26 
 
 
teaching lessons growing adults as musicians, but are sharing with them the art of music, 
the history of music, and insights into music that will help make the experience for the 
concertgoer a little richer.”  
According to Wardle Jones, artistic excellence and musical excellence are 
important factors for her community, but “When you’re young the other thing you’re 
getting that’s just as important is your personal development.” The mission statement for 
the education programs for youth of the Roanoke Symphony is “Through the appreciation 
of practice and performance of music we help kids develop commitment, confidence, and 
community” (Wardle Jones 2016). The function of the symphony is directly focused on 
growth through music for children by partnering with area schools and its youth 
orchestra.  The Roanoke Symphony is actively seeking to enhance the lives of children 
through the development of its education programs.  
Having a symphony orchestra in the western central area is extremely important, 
as the Roanoke Symphony is the largest professional symphony orchestra in the western 
part of the state of Virginia. According to a community survey distributed to RSO 
Symphony attendees during the 2015-2016 season, people in the community highly 
associate the RSO with artistic excellence and life enrichment. Sarah Wardle Jones stated 
that eighty-nine percent of survey respondents said the perception of the Roanoke 
Symphony was “positive” and the “people generally feel good about having them here.” 
Executive Director David Crane, agrees with these sentiments and notes that the 
community’s support is realized through local funding. Crane acknowledges that they 
“receive support from local municipalities” and “good partnership opportunities” to work 
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with the community. The RSO is frequently asked by social groups, civic groups, and arts 
organizations to participate in fundraisers and invitations to participate in community-
sponsored events. He provides the example of always being asked for “ticket vouchers to 
help raise money” as a frequent request of the orchestra. There is no doubt that the 
Roanoke Symphony is fulfilling their mission in the western part of the state. They have a 
commitment to the community, education programs, and cultural strength of Roanoke 
playing a huge part in the overall function of the community in the Roanoke Valley.  
 
Education Programs for Youth 
The Roanoke Symphony has two main divisions through which they provide 
education to youth in the area called RSO Kids and RSO Young Artists Programs. The 
first division for youth is called RSO Kids, primarily for general education and beginning 
youth ensembles followed by RSO Young Artists, which encompasses the Roanoke Youth 
Symphony (RYS), its accompanying ensembles, and The Summer Music Institute.  
In fulfilling the needs of southwestern Virginia, the RSO is very fortunate to 
partner with the Salem City, Roanoke City, and Roanoke County school divisions 
through in-school residences. In 2015, the partnership between Roanoke City Schools 
and Roanoke Symphony was awarded the Yale 2015 Excellence in Music Education 
Award.  The Yale School of Music has a school initiative established in 2007 to “Create 
awareness in its students about the role that music can play in the development of a better 
world” (music.yale.edu 2016). The program brings professional musicians into the 
schools to teach ensembles, sectionals, lessons, and other activities deemed necessary by 
28 
 
 
the school. Sarah Wardle Jones exclaimed, “we were really excited” about the award and 
were able to “put a live music performance in every single elementary school in the city.”  
 
Figure 2: Roanoke Symphony Orchestra Education Diagram 2015-2016 
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The orchestra has a strong partnership with Roanoke City schools, which has a 
vibrant strings program beginning in fourth grade, offering every school a guaranteed 
performance. In Roanoke County, there is a rotation process through which music 
residencies are provided to half of the elementary schools one year and then the other half 
the next year in order to conserve funding. The Roanoke County and Salem City schools 
do not have a strings program as part of their curriculum. In order to fill that gap in music 
instruction, the RSO runs an after-school strings program in the county and in Salem City 
schools (Wardle Jones 2016). The after-school programs afford the students with RSO 
professional instruction and fundamental skills classes on stringed instruments.  Salem 
City Schools, Roanoke City Schools, and Roanoke County Schools are the main areas of 
the education mission according to Wardle Jones, however, because the RSO is a 
regional orchestra, they tend to have a much larger reach when putting on their Discovery 
Concert.  
The Discovery Concert is a live educational performance that provides a large 
number of local students a chance to attend a symphony performance in a concert hall. 
Their Discovery Concerts are crafted to align across the curriculum with the Department 
of Education Virginia Standards of Learning in grades three through five, and detailed 
lesson guides are provided prior to the concert to assist the teacher in preparation and 
follow-up of the concert ( www.rso.com 2016). The concert is intentionally geared for 
elementary-age students, but music students in grades six through twelve attend as well. 
The concerts for school-aged children come from the earlier school of thought crafted by 
conductor Leonard Bernstein’s Young People’s Concerts with the New York 
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Philharmonic. Shortly after becoming the music director for the New York Philharmonic, 
Bernstein conducted his first Young People’s Concert in January of 1958 (“ypc” 
www.leonardbernstein.com 2016). These concerts introduced “entire generations to the 
joys of classical music” (“ypc” www.lenoardbernstein.com). Many symphony orchestras 
have this type of program offering in their educational programming. 
The Roanoke Symphony offers schools a choice of two performance times to 
bring students to a Virginia Standards of Learning-aligned, entertaining concert, aimed at 
engaging young children. Wardle Jones commented on the large impact of the Discovery 
Concert, reaching schools from Botetourt County, Franklin County, Montgomery County 
and sometimes Henry County coming because the RSO is “The closest orchestra in the 
area.” The RSO has a really wide reach with their Discovery Concerts and was able to 
televise the Discovery Concert live in 2014. They reached the tri-state area of Virginia, 
West Virginia, and North Carolina with the broadcast expanding their reach from “3000 
children to 20,000.” Like Bernstein’s concerts, by televising the performance, the RSO 
was able to broaden its reach to thousands who were unable to come to the Berglund 
Performance Arts Center where the ensemble performs. David Crane said that the 
concerts, when broadcasted, are “expensive and difficult to pull off,” but a “good 
situation” for them. He also pointed out that, “From a connectivity standpoint, that it has 
been a really big innovation” for the symphony’s education program.  
The Discovery Concerts are performed by the second division of the education 
program, Young Artists of the Roanoke Youth Symphony Orchestra. Every year the youth 
symphony will either perform on its own or side by side with members of the Roanoke 
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Symphony. This format having the young artists perform for other school-aged children 
works well for the Roanoke community because it is, as Crane puts it, “Kids performing 
for kids in a large orchestral setting.” Most of the artistic programming for the Discovery 
Concerts falls under the direction of the youth symphony conductor. The Roanoke Youth 
Symphony conductor may even work with the music director of the RSO, David Stewart 
Wiley, to help develop the artistic program while education director, Sarah Wardle Jones, 
develops the curriculum guide for students. The opportunity for students to experience a 
concert at a young age is invaluable and helps to create more familiarity of the art form 
before they are adults. According to Wardle Jones, “We are the only access point for 
classical music for this region.” The Roanoke Symphony can not make it to every single 
school and the ability to broadcast live their Discovery Concert is an enormous 
accomplishment for the education program of the Roanoke Symphony.  
The final aspect of the RSO Kids division for education programming is the String 
Ensemble. It is the premiere musical ensemble for the RSO and is the training ground for 
the youngest string players in the area. Those musicians interested in increasing their 
level of repertoire and skill set, before auditioning for the RSYO are encouraged to 
participate. Participants are typically ages eight to fifteen and rehearse weekly, in 
preparation for several public performances throughout the year. Mrs. Wardle Jones adds 
that this ensemble is a “tuition-based program,” but there are opportunities for financial 
aid for any youth wishing to join, who cannot afford it.  
The second division of the RSO education programs is called RSO Young Artists. 
The primary focus of the RSO Young Artist sector is the Roanoke Youth Symphony 
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Orchestra. The orchestra is comprised of young musicians ages twelve through eighteen. 
Students audition for membership, rehearse on Sunday afternoons, and perform several 
concerts throughout the academic school year (Studio RSO Brochure 2016). The two 
factors that make the Roanoke Symphony Youth Orchestra truly unique are that it is the 
only pre-professional orchestra in Southwestern Virginia and that it performs for children 
and potential members in the Discovery Concert Series. As stated earlier, the RSYO is 
the lead ensemble for the Discovery Concert Series of the RSO. Wardle Jones adds that 
having it set up this way is “Valuable, because it’s inspirational to see your peers up on 
stage playing higher level music” for each other. Because the RYSO learns and performs 
serious orchestral literature, it provides great exposure to the young people of the area.  
In addition to the RYSO, the RSO Young Artist division offers a flute ensemble, 
solo competition, a scholarship program, and master class sessions known as Etude 
Sessions. The Etude Sessions “are intermittent maserclasses with RSO soloist open to all 
student musicians in the region” (Studio RSO brochure 2016). This is a way to stay 
“interconnected” as Wardle Jones puts it, because they are doing “meaningful work” with 
the orchestra and community youth. Both the annual competition, open to RSYO 
members with a cash prize and the Anne Jett Rogers scholarship extended to students an 
opportunity to pursue a degree in music. The winner of the solo competition is even 
invited to solo with the youth orchestra. All of this is possible thanks to a generous gift in 
1983 from former board member and patron, Mr. Eldon C. Grover.  
The final link that ties all of the education programs together for children is the 
Roanoke Symphony Orchestra’s Summer Music Institute. It is a week-long, intensive 
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orchestra camp geared towards students ages nine through eighteen. At SMI, students 
have the opportunity to develop and polish their music skills in two simultaneous 
sessions: Symphony Orchestra, for advanced wind and string players, and String 
Orchestra, for the early to intermediate string players (Studio RSO brochure 2016). The 
SMI program offers forty-five total hours of instruction, masterclasses, private lessons, 
recitals, and both small and large ensemble performances. When speaking with Sarah 
Wardle Jones, she noted that the the event is “run like a mini festival.” All SMI students, 
RSO staff, and faculty come to Hollins University in Roanoke to spend hours preparing 
for performances and building relationships with musicians and professionals. It is a 
tuition-based summer program, but the RSO education department is working diligently 
to make money not a deterrent to experience the Summer Music Institute.  
Wardle Jones says that, “It’s a really special week.” She fully believes in the 
Gustav Dudamel model of El Sistema. She is “inspired by the El Sistema movement” and 
feels that the Roanoke community has “a lot of El Sistema and students that are served by 
social services.” By continuing to develop funding support for the Summer Music 
Institute, the RSO can attract scholarship students to SMI. Wardle Jones reports that one 
SMI scholarship student said, “I wouldn’t be able to come here without a scholarship,” 
adding that he “loved to play the violin and its really helped me in my life…feel better.” 
Wardle Jones said, “we’re helping them not just become better musicians, but we’re 
helping in their emotional life.” Last year alone, the Roanoke Symphony was able to 
offer forty-two full or partial scholarships to students attending the Summer Music 
Institute. The week ends with free community performances of the week’s music.  
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Education Programs for Adults  
The RSO’s education programs for adults in southwestern Virginia is not as 
intensive as it is for youth, but nonetheless important. Here, the educational output is 
geared towards a “level of enhancement” as stated by Executive Director, David Crane. 
He adds that the RSO “aren’t teaching lessons or growing adults as musicians in lots of 
ways,” but that the RSO is “sharing with them the art of music, the history of music, and 
insights into music that will help make the experience for the concertgoer a little richer.” 
Directly educating adults in the Roanoke Valley on orchestral matters is accomplished in 
three ways: a podcast, pre-concert lecture series, and program notes, all geared towards 
adult learning.  
The podcasts are available to concert goers before they come to a concert. Each 
pre-recorded talk, entitled Inside the Music, corresponds with the date and program title 
describing the history of the repertoire for the night’s concert. Those who wish to listen to 
the podcast can download the file from the RSO website. The audio podcasts from the 
Roanoke Symphony are produced in cooperation with WVTF Public Radio and can be 
downloaded on iTunes.   
The pre-concert talk series, Illuminations, with music director David Stewart 
Wiley are popular among the adults who attend the RSO concerts. Concert attendees are 
able to be part of a free, half-hour discussion on the Masterworks series. Wiley conducts 
the lectures in the Green Room space of their performance hall. The Green Room is the 
RSO’s beautifully open meeting room where guests of the symphony gather for smaller 
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events sponsored by the orchestra. Crane adds that this type of voluntary adult education 
“makes our performances stronger and more vibrant for those who want to participate.”  
Written program notes about featured music are offered in every Masterworks 
Series Concert. Program notes, are standard for most symphony orchestras and are 
considered a staple in educating audiences on orchestral music. Wardle Jones explains 
that while the education programs are primarily in schools and for children, they are 
actively exploring new ways to reach adults that will provide a meaningful connection to 
the symphony (2016). The RSO will continue to develop their audience because they 
want to share music with everyone. Wardle Jones believes music “enriches your life and 
the lives of people you come in contact with if you have a chance to be engaged” with the 
Roanoke Symphony.  Finally, she notes that coming to a Roanoke Symphony concert is 
“an educational experience in itself.”  
 
Community Engagement Initiatives of the Roanoke Symphony Orchestra 
Community engagement is the process of working collaboratively between two or 
more community groups to serve and address issues that involve and impact all parties. 
Community engagement can actively involve school systems, civic groups, businesses, 
government agencies, and many other partners. Community engagement activities 
promote memorable experiences for concertgoers and those directly involved artistically. 
As long as orchestras are thinking about their audience and how they can interact with 
them in ways that are not one-sided, relationships can be built and sustained to help keep 
the world of symphonic music at the forefront of the public’s mind.  
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One way to start considering about how to provide community engagement is for 
orchestras to “clearly define the civic radius that is most relevant to them” yet still 
thinking “beyond their present audience” (“FAQs”, americanorchestras.org 2015). The 
Roanoke Symphony is grounded in the city of Roanoke, Virginia, which is one of the 
largest cities in the southwestern part of the state. The symphony has an obligation to 
reach their direct audience in the city of Roanoke and surrounding areas’ audiences as 
well if they wish to remain a relevant community arts resource.  
One way in which the Roanoke Symphony has begun to directly engage with their 
community is through the newly formed Meet the Musicians Program. The program 
began in the 2015-2016 season as a way for the orchestra to meet more of its audience. 
Audiences rarely get a chance to meet and speak with the performers, so they found a 
way to break that barrier and have musicians directly join the audience in conversations. 
Education Director, Sarah Wardle Jones remarks that it “Is a great way to be on the 
ground instead of so far away on the big stage” for community members. Meet the 
Musicians is also held in the Green Room space of the venue and serves as an intimate 
meeting place for them to talk to their patrons one-on-one. It encourages people to talk to 
the musicians in a less intimidating way after the concert. Musicians of the RSO 
volunteer to speak to community members and have found it quite rewarding over the last 
year. David Crane says of the program that, “it is not so much a social activity,” but 
rather “a musical activity that has a social aspect with it.” From an executive standpoint, 
he says that it allows people to be connected to us in not just a “marketing push along the 
way” but, provides a “good opportunity for us to truly have our audience members meet 
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individual players.” The symphony averages around thirty to thirty-five community 
members who elect to attend a Meet the Musicians session. The orchestra hopes that with 
the continued sincere interest of its players and enlightening music programs, this 
program can continue to grow in the future as part of a core component of community 
engagement for the orchestra.  
Participating in community festivals and performing community concerts is 
another way the Roanoke Symphony Orchestra is providing community engagement for 
its area. Education and Community Engagement Director Sarah Wardle Jones feels this is 
a big part of her job, and is actively seeking out ways in which the RSO can be seen in 
other performance venues besides the standard concert hall. Wardle Jones says, “We are 
going out into the community” [and saying] “we’re a part of you, we live here, we work 
here, we are here with you.” The Roanoke Symphony most recently performed its first 
free concert in the Parks and Arts Series history at Elmwood Park on August 27, 2016. 
The series is meant to bring together performing and visual arts into neighborhood parks 
throughout the city. The RSO performed well-known works by Ludwig Van Beethoven, 
George Gershwin, Aaron Copland, and Johannes S. Brahms. In addition to those standard 
classic composers, in an effort to make the performance more accessible for concert 
attendees, they also played Palladio by Welsh composer Karl Jenkins, a work from the 
1990’s popularized De Beers diamonds commercial (Allen, The Roanoke Times, 2015). 
RSO conductor David Stewart Wiley provided a diverse set of music, saying to the press, 
“There’s something for everybody.”  
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The Roanoke Symphony has also begun to expand its audience base to reach 
more diverse groups of community members. Crane asserts, “You’ve got to reach out to 
diverse audiences to break that mode, so we’re partnering with other people in town that 
have access to different communities that maybe we’re not that strong in.” One group 
they are targeting is the African-American community of Roanoke. The RSO will be at 
Elmwood Park once again to help celebrate the 27th Annual Henry Street Festival on 
September 17, 2016. It is a community event that presents an array of diverse African-
American entertainment, educational forums, performing arts, crafts, cuisine, customs, 
and merchandise (visitroanokeva.com 2016).  The Roanoke Symphony Orchestra 
showcased members of its youth symphony and jazz combo at this event alongside other 
performing artists such as, Kindred & The Family Soul, BJ the Chicago Kid, and R&B 
singer, Jon B. This festival is an important event in the African-American community and 
a premier event for the Harrison Museum of African American Culture in Roanoke. By 
taking part in an occasion that has a primarily African-American demographic, it helps 
the orchestra reach out to a more diverse crowd and communicate its purpose to the 
audience. David Crane wants to focus on more on ways that the Roanoke Symphony can 
gain and sustain diverse audiences.  
In an effort to further engage the community, the Roanoke Symphony Orchestra 
has several different partnerships with different arts organizations that help them to reach 
out to a broader audience than traditional classical music aficionados. In an interview 
with Crane, I asked him in what ways has working with arts partners helped to connect 
the symphony to the community. Crane responded by saying, “It’s two folded in my 
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mind. One, there’s a chance that in working with organizations they get an opportunity to 
stretch out and meet new people. When we start coupling art together that’s where we 
really get an interesting cohesive way to present music.”  
The orchestra has performed chamber concerts in conjunction with Mill Mountain 
Theatre, a professional theatre company in Roanoke. They partnered together to present a 
program called A Little Late Night Music in October of 2016, featuring works of 
Amadeus Mozart coupled with scenes from Mozart’s life by Mill Mountain Theatre 
actors. Wardle Jones describes her community as “liking the chestnuts and the classics” 
referring to musical and theatrical works being performed together. The orchestra will 
also collaborate with the Taubman Museum of Arts, a visual art museum in their area to 
present a pairing of music by French composers and impressionist artwork. They will 
have the Roanoke Symphony String Quartet “Virtuosi” playing in the museum’s space on 
May 1, 2017, for a program entitled Impressionist Garden: Music, Color, and Light. The 
orchestra continues to receive good partnership opportunities and be involved in a 
number of groups in the city from civic groups to social groups, according to David 
Crane. He explained that the Roanoke Symphony has a “high stock” in the community 
and receives frequent invitations to functions and fundraising events because they are 
“valued as a fundraising component” for many other groups.  When the orchestra is able 
to be visible in the community, it helps them market their brand. A recent example of 
such influence was an event they did at Fincastle Winery where the orchestra presented a 
Bluegrass concert. People brought tickets to the event, enjoyed spirits, listened to music, 
and had a great time interacting with each other while listening to the symphony. 
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According to Wardle Jones, this was “wonderful for community engagement” and helped 
to overlap with marketing for the orchestra.  
The symphony has most recently started a new community engagement initiative 
in health services. They are working to serve those in poor health by developing a 
Healing Arts Program. According to Crane, they are going to use symphonic music and 
perform for those who are unable to come to a concert for medical reasons. They are 
starting the Healing Arts Program first, specifically focused on those who are dealing 
with “mental health and memory issues.” Crane comments that, “It is a new path for our 
organization to add to its already robust services, but that’s our direction in the future.” 
They would like to continue to grow their education programs and “step out” in the 
community through Healing Arts.  
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CHAPTER TWO – SOUTH EASTERN VIRGINIA 
VIRGINIA SYMPHONY ORCHESTRA 
 
History 
 
The coastal region known as Hampton Roads is where the Virginia Symphony 
Orchestra is centered. Hampton Roads is a metropolitan region ninety miles from 
Richmond, primarily comprised of Virginia Beach, the city of Norfolk, and Newport 
News. It consists of nine cities and seven counties, with a population of over 1.6 million. 
The area has a large military-based set of families and is a popular tourist destination not 
only for Virginians, but also tourists because of area beaches. Included among the 
attractions of coastal living is the vibrant arts scene. Among the great art that is taking 
place in South Eastern Virginia are the activities of the Virginia Symphony Orchestra, 
which serves as its “cultural cornerstone” (www.virginiasymphony.org). 
The Virginia Symphony Orchestra was founded in 1920. Originally, it was called 
The Norfolk Civic Symphony Orchestra, with an ensemble of forty volunteers. In the 
1920s, it was the only symphony between the cities of Baltimore and Atlanta 
(www.lib.odu.edu). From that time, the orchestra went through several music directors 
and reorganization efforts in the 1970s and 80s. Since the hiring of JoAnn Falletta in 
1991, the orchestra has seen more growth and formalization. It had a revenue in 2014 of 
$5.8 million, supporting a total of 262 employees, twenty-nine per service musicians, and 
forty-nine salaried musicians according to its 2014 tax form 990. The Virginia Symphony 
Orchestra’s mission is to “Inspire, educate, and connect audiences of all ages.” They offer 
a series of Classics, Pops, and Family concerts in their larger cities served. The VSO is 
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also proud of its educational programming, which reaches over 100,000 students and 
adults every year through a multitude of performances, collaborations, and community 
engagement programs.  
 
FIGURE 3: Hampton Roads Virginia (www.virginia.org) 
 
FIGURE 4: Virginia’s Eight Regions (www.vaperforms.virginia.gov) 
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Community Role  
The Virginia Symphony Orchestra plays an integral part in the fabric of its 
community. I interviewed two leaders of the Virginia Symphony for this case study, 
helping to clarify the importance of the symphony for the Hampton Roads area. Resident 
conductor, Benjamin Rous and Education and Community Engagement Director, Christy 
Havens, were asked a series of questions that pertained to the Virginia Symphony 
Orchestra as it strives to stay relevant in their ever-changing residential area.  
The Virginia Symphony strives to further its mission to provide “world-class 
music” to the Hampton Roads communities (www.guidestar.org 2017). In my interview 
with resident conductor Benjamin Rous, he described the Virginia Symphony as a 
“marker of importance” to those in the community. He states that even people “who have 
never been to a Virginia Symphony concert, but know that it exists, would say it is a 
marker of importance.” A fact not to be overlooked about the Virginia Symphony is that 
it has no single concert hall which it can call home. The orchestra travels from venue to 
venue, municipality to municipality, over the wide geographical area to meet its patrons 
where they are. Indeed, Education Director, Christy Havens says the orchestra has a 
“regional identity” because it travels so much. 
 The Virginia Symphony Orchestra has three main concert venues and then other 
anchor venues. It performs throughout the Hampton Roads and surrounding areas.  
Although the orchestra is important to many different groups of people, it has a different 
significance for each community in the Hampton Roads area. In the city of Williamsburg, 
Rous says that the patrons who “consume the arts” are loyal to them and will travel over 
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an hour just to hear their concerts. In Newport News, the Virginia Symphony performs in 
a beautiful concert hall on the campus of Christopher Newport University. Rous says that 
to those community members of Newport News the symphony, “adds prestige” to 
Newport News and the local college community. He also remarks that the residents from 
Virginia Beach and Norfolk have a “friendly rivalry of symphony attenders.”  Mr. Rous 
states that patrons remark that the VSO now plays its entire Sandler series of concerts in 
Virginia Beach because they have a “better concert hall” than Norfolk. There are even 
outdoor concerts held in Virginia Beach performed by the symphony. Natives of Virginia 
Beach know this and are proud to have the symphony come to them.  
Even though the orchestra is not stationary in one hall, its programs aim to serve 
the various parts of the region as equally as possible (Christy Havens 2016). The goals of 
its programming for adults and children are similar by “providing exposure to a variety of 
classical music and orchestral instruments,” states Havens. She believes that “providing 
an entry point into music that’s unfamiliar for both students and adults” or just “general 
appreciation” is what the Virginia Symphony Orchestra does every day. Benjamin Rous 
adds that, “There are some adults who have never heard a symphony orchestra and we 
might be the first exposure not only for kids, but adults.” The Virginia Symphony 
Orchestra is on a continuous path towards excellence by providing services to over 
100,000 people in concert series located in different areas of Hampton Roads and 45,000 
people with its education and community engagement programs (www.guidestar.org).  
They will continue to “connect to the community through performances,” noted Havens. 
According to Benjamin Rous, “The symphony does reflect people’s feelings about their 
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city.” He lastly that the Virginia Symphony Orchestra is an “important function that the 
symphony serves as a selling point” for the homebuyers, visitors, tourist, and the overall 
community.  
 
Education Programs for Youth 
The Virginia Symphony Orchestra does a great deal for the Hampton Roads 
community as far as education is concerned. The director of Education and Community 
Engagement, Christy Havens, believes that their main priority is to “increase access to 
music education for children.” She explains that many of the education programs are 
targeted towards “low income students and schools that have struggling programs.” She 
says the Virginia Symphony, however, hopes to increase access by providing a “high 
level of professional instruction for students to reach their potential” everywhere in their 
area.  
The most successful way in which the VSO educates youth is through the Young 
People’s Concerts series. This series brings together eleven different cities, offering many 
students their first formal orchestral concert experience. The series is based on a set of 
rotating themes that tie in music education and the school’s academic curriculum for 
students in grades three through five. Havens lists some of the past themes as: sound, 
world geography, and a history program that surveyed the different time periods in the 
orchestra. Each year, they have around ten topics they explore supporting the Department 
of Education’s Virginia State Standards of Learning. During the 2016-2017 season, the 
Virginia Symphony is starting a new partnership with Carnegie Hall’s Link Up Program. 
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The program teaches about music through playing instruments. According to their 
website, the Link Up Program will “engage students by encouraging them to play 
instruments and sing along with the orchestra from their seats.” The theme for the 2016-
2017 Young People’s Concert is “The Orchestra Sings.” Havens mentions that “instead 
of learning about music, actually participating in music has a higher impact.” The VSO is 
excited about the partnership with New York City’s Carnegie Hall. The new partnership 
will surely add to the success of the Young People’s Concert that reaches 25,000 children 
each year.  
In addition to this impressive initiative, students come to see the orchestra at a 
Peanut Butter and Jam concert that is geared for the very young, pre-school up to age 
twelve. This concert does not attempt to connect the Virginia Standards of Learning, but 
leans more towards an audience engagement experience for families. Before the concert 
starts, there is an instrument petting zoo, allowing students a chance to see, hear, and play 
the instruments, and other related hands on activities before the program begins. Havens 
adds, “They’ll learn about the instruments, but are very much entertained,” as this is the 
focus of the concert. She claims the PBandJ concert is “fun and pretty light,” with an 
“educational side effect.” There is also a “Specialty Ensemble Program” that is geared 
toward young children offered for free for the schools. Individual schools will request the 
amount of tickets needed and pay a fee for this program. The VSO utilizes at most five 
musicians for forty-five to sixty minute programs that will explore themes followed by a 
question and answer session. There are five themes offered: Meet the Families, Musical 
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Voyages, Big Bad Musical Wolf, Aesop’s Fables, Come Blow your Horn, and from Bach 
to Beatbox.  
By partnering with two local organizations, the Virginia Symphony also provides 
education to youth through its HeartStrings and Delta Arts in the Schools. Both of these 
programs are specialized in focus and serve specific children in the community. Now in 
its third year, HeartStrings strives to strengthen kids’ character through creative string 
instruction in the underserved elementary schools in partnerships with the Salvation 
Army. They also work with the parents and guardians in the communities they represent. 
The cost is relatively low and the classes meet on Tuesday, Wednesday, and Thursday at 
the Salvation Army in Norfolk. The Delta Arts in Schools is an education partnership 
with the Delta Sigma Theta Incorporated Norfolk Alumni Chapter. The ladies of Delta 
Sigma Theta develop arts literacy based activities for the students to complete after 
they’ve seen a performance by the VSO. The Deltas lead the students in meaningful 
discussion and written activities. Christy Havens remarks that the VSO has been in 
partnership with the Deltas for eleven years now and they are very proud to seek out 
additional students to educate about music.  
Among other programs for youth are open rehearsals, master classes, the Total 
Quality Music program, which affords Norfolk Public Schools students a chance to 
attend a symphony concert without paying after attending another VSO education 
opportunity, and the School/Orchestra Artistic Residency (SOAR) program. The SOAR 
program is one more great way the VSO is connecting to area youth by directly coming 
to their school. Through SOAR, students have the opportunity to “create in-depth 
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interactions between themselves and the professional musicians of the VSO through 
mentorship and coaching” (“Education” www.virginiasymphony.org). In March of 2016, 
the SOAR program supported Portsmouth Public School’s comprehensive music program 
in three separate events (Nicholas, 2016) A teacher from Williamsburg/James City 
County, Jeffrey Garris, worked with the SOAR program and expressed his thoughts on 
the VSO’s effort in an interview with a columnist Pamela Nicholas for the newspaper, the 
Virginian-Pilot. Mr. Garris remarked of the students who were performing behind him 
with SOAR, “though we tend to focus on the SOLs, this is where the life lessons are 
taught.” The Education Director for the VSO, Christy Havens, calls SOAR the 
“cornerstone” of their instrumental education programs.  
 
Education Programs for Adults 
The responsibility the Virginia Symphony Orchestra has for the education of 
adults is similar to their commitment to youth; however, they use a different approach. 
Christy Havens claims that some of the goals for educating children and adults are the 
same, for example, “providing exposure to a variety of classical music and instruments” 
[and] “music appreciation.” Before concerts, conductor Joanna Falleta or resident 
conductor Benjamin Rous offer adults a pre-concert talk. The talk is called Beyond the 
Notes. It is a casual presentation that is offered before each of the Classics concerts, 
giving concert-goers a chance to learn and discuss the music. In the context of general 
music education classes Havens explains that their music education programs “try to 
engage audiences in new ways.”  
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Equally important is the VSO’s emerging attention to the value of music in areas 
of health and wellness. In an educational collaboration, the Virginia Symphony Orchestra 
and Sentara Hospital’s Music and Medicine program demonstrates the efficacy of music 
in helping patients recover and improve their overall quality of life (Meyer, press release, 
2016). For some concerts, nurses will wheel adult patients out in the hall to experience 
concerts. Following the concert, audiences can engage in discussion with doctors and 
others about the science and research behind music and medicine. Their Music and 
Medicine programs are offered in the hospital lobby or sometimes in conjunction with a 
concert at the Tidewater Community College Performing Arts Center.  
  The VSO also educates adults by offering a series of classes through the 
Lifelong Learning Society at Christopher Newport University in Newport News, 
Virginia, and a chamber music series at Tidewater Community College, called The Roper 
Series. Both of these activities help to bridge the education and community engagement 
realm for adult learners about the symphony. The CNU program has ten engaging class 
offerings. Among them are three recital performances where symphony musicians 
perform during class and then discuss the music with students. During the 2016-2017 
class series, the recitals will feature “Romantic Strings,” “Classical Winds,” and a “Flute 
and Harp Duet.” The classes at Christopher Newport University afford senior adult a 
chance to “hear music in an entirely new way and learn about the background and 
preparation of each musician” (2016-2017 Class Series Brochure, www.cnu.edu).  
According to the college’s Executive Director, Paul Lasakow, “The educational 
partnership between the Tidewater Community College and the Virginia Symphony 
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affords TCC’s students a deep interaction with working musicians both in academic and 
informal settings.” He also remarks that it gives his “aspiring professional musicians real-
world insight into the process of orchestra concert presentation by attending rehearsals, 
performances, lectures, and masterclasses by the VSO artistic team” (Press release 
www.virginiasymphony.org). VSO resident conductor Benjamin Rous believes that it is a 
“new normal” that people expect “personal contact with their music.”  
The Roper Series at TCC contributes to the college students and other adult 
patrons’ symphony education. Those who wish to engage with the maestro are offered a 
special $9.00 ticket price to sit in the “tweet seats.” Engaging in live tweeting extends a 
chance for young adults to interact directly with the orchestra as the music is happening 
and in a contemporary format accessible to them. Rous explains, the way people consume 
music is more connected now. It is no longer a one-way connection. Rous asserts 
“Symphonies have to catch up to the times”.  He also points out that these types of 
concerts are “more memorable” for adults, therefore “more productive.” At a recent 
concert by the VSO in July of 2016 “The Music of Star Wars: The Symphony Strikes 
Back,” Rous encouraged all audience members who were comfortable to keep their 
cellphones out to become part of the show. The audience was sent real-time reactions via 
Twitter using the hashtag #VSOStarWars where Rous read tweets from the stage and 
offered his perspective (Rashod Ollison, Virginian-Pilot). Rous believes that “an 
idealized vision of coexisting, collaboration, and cooperation of adults on stage offers a 
utopic vision of visual appreciation” for the symphony. The Virginia Symphony 
Orchestra provides this experience for adults.  
51 
 
 
Community Engagement Initiatives of the Virginia Symphony Orchestra 
As with most symphony orchestras of this time, the Virginia Symphony is 
constantly looking for ways in which it can actively engage with its community to remain 
relevant. Perhaps one of their longest running engagement partnerships is the Harmony 
Project. It began during the 2006-2007 season and is a long-term initiative that creates 
reciprocal relationships between the VSO and historically black churches in the Hampton 
Roads communities (www.virginiasmphony.org/harmony-project/). For example, VSO 
ensembles perform and/or accompany the church’s musicians, present programs to the 
church’s children’s/youth ministry about orchestral instruments, and perform in a 
community concert at one of the Harmony Project church venues each year. There are 
currently eleven historically black churches that are in partnership with the VSO. The 
National Endowment for the Arts has just recently approved a $15,000 grant to continue 
support of the Harmony Project. Now in its tenth year, the Harmony Project 
congregation members, pastors, and VSO musicians fuse classical music and modern 
music in an annual community concert, “Songs for a Dreamer,” in celebration of Dr. 
Martin Luther King, Jr. The community event brings together many diverse groups of 
people and Hampton Roads local government figures.  
In continuing with partnerships, the Virginia Symphony Orchestra is currently 
working with the Chrysler Museum of Art on collaborative events to reach a new set of 
visual arts community members. Benjamin Rous explains that connecting to new arts 
partners in the community is important. It provides a “connection to their patron base,” in 
turn, helping both organizations reach new members.” The symphony has several 
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programs that tie directly into their exhibits, such as “Night at the Mayas” and “Latin 
Rhythms.” Both arts groups coordinated activities that aligned to bring everyone 
together. Havens explains that “partnering together with other organizations is more of a 
goal for them now.” Among other arts partners are the Virginia Opera, Richmond Ballet 
and the Virginia Arts Festival, which brings in hundreds of musicians as guest artists on 
one stage in their area. 
In addition to working with more arts partners, orchestras have started to think 
about how they will engage with supporters not only during an event, but before and 
afterwards to keep a sustained relationship. Pre-concert activities have recently taken a 
new shape for the Virginia Symphony as a means of community engagement. On June 3, 
2016, the Virginia Symphony presented “The Music of David Bowie” with lead singer 
Jean Meilleur and his rock band at Chrysler Hall. In conjunction with the education and 
engagement, marketing department, and area businesses, the symphony held a plaza party 
before the concert. The plaza party was free and open to the public featuring craft beer, 
food trucks, a live radio broadcast, and a Bowie inspired hair and makeup station. Christy 
Havens said guests really enjoyed the plaza party. The makeup artist provided Ziggy 
Stardust lightning bolts on people’s faces, and area restaurants offered free appetizers to 
participants if they showed their VSO concert ticket. According to Havens, “This type of 
community event before a concert gives businesses a bigger platform to promote, but also 
gets the symphony in front of people.” It in essence, helps to remind people “that we’re 
around.”  
53 
 
 
As a result of finding more ways to engage the community, VSO musicians 
started doing sets of flash mob type performances around the city of Norfolk, which they 
call the New Era Campaign. The musicians are not paid through the VSO directly but 
rather, it is an additional service they do. Resident conductor Benjamin Rous said, “It’s 
great the musicians saw engagement as important, and that they are willing to take the 
initiative themselves” to do something different. Specifically, musicians put on mini pop 
up concerts throughout the city for fun in unexpected places. For example, a performance 
took place on the city’s light rail system, called the Tide. A clarinetist and flutist began 
playing light chamber music as the light rail traveled from one end of the line to the 
other. The New Era Campaign is completely musician-led. Havens adds, “It is special, 
not common, and puts a little bit of music in the humdrum of everyday life.”  
As an outcome of the Harmony Project, arts partners, pre-concert activities, and 
New Era Campaign, the Virginia Symphony is truly stretching itself to engage a more 
diverse audience. The VSO has taken their efforts to educate and engage their community 
a step further than most by installing an Education and Community Engagement 
Committee. The committee is comprised of roughly thirty board members, community 
leaders, educators, school administrators, and VSO staff, that look at all the programs and 
goals. The committee offers a “broader stoke of assessment” for the whole Education and 
Community Engagement Department, explains Havens. The committee affords the VSO 
a chance to look into its education and community engagement offerings for the 
community each year to help to make them “more productive and valuable” to the 
residents of Hampton Roads.   
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The chart below summarizes the education and engagement offerings of the 
Roanoke Symphony and Virginia Symphony Orchestras. Both orchestras share similar 
ideas on educating its community, but provide their own unique ways in doing so. 
 
 
 
Figure 5: Side-by-Side Education and Community Engagement Opportunities 
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CHAPTER THREE – CHALLENGES WITHIN EDUCATION AND 
COMMUNITY ENGAGEMENT 
 
 
  In addition to the general challenges faced by many orchestras in America, the 
Roanoke and Virginia Symphony Orchestras from this case study have identified several 
combined challenges in their communities in Southwestern and Southeastern Virginia. 
Staying ahead of current trends, maintaining valuable partnerships, and keeping in touch 
with community needs, are just a few overall challenges in education and community 
engagement for symphony orchestras across America. Both orchestras in this case study 
have made it a priority to understand their community’s needs and make sure offerings 
and programs are relevant, but still recognize the need to work on the issues.  
To combat these challenges, the RSO, VSO, and orchestras around the country 
are continuing to affirm their relevancy in the community through their education and 
community engagement programs. Jesse Rosen and Heather Noonan from the League of 
American Orchestras, point out that, “across the country, there are strong examples of 
orchestra programs that exhibit a depth of engagement and produce real and enduring 
standards-based learning for students taught by highly qualified teaching artists” (2012, 
15). They continue to remark that there are growing adult and youth orchestra education 
programs that are making a huge impact (Rosen and Noonan 2012, 15). The larger 
challenges for this case study are addressing preconceived notions about what a 
symphony orchestra is and does, communicating what each programs’ purpose is for in 
education and engagement to the community, and the racial imbalance of musicians in 
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the orchestra compared to its community they serve. There is a minor challenge of ticket 
prices for these orchestras, but this is smaller in scope as compared to the other 
challenges. 
The price of tickets to attend a symphony concert can be very reasonable with 
orchestras offering flexible subscription packages and affordable single ticket sales. The 
ticket prices are not much of a barrier for either Roanoke or Virginia Symphonies, but 
nevertheless should be discussed. The Roanoke Symphony and Virginia Symphony offer 
a fixed low price for their Discovery and Young People’s Concerts, which are solely 
geared for school-aged children’s groups. Students are also offered student ticket rates for 
regular season concerts at $12 by the RSO. In addition, the RSO offers complementary 
tickets to their Masterworks Concerts for youth who are members of the Roanoke 
Symphony Youth Orchestra Program. The Virginia Symphony offers Norfolk Public 
School students free tickets through their Total Quality Music program after students 
have have experienced a Young People’s Concert. This program helps to get the students’ 
families out to VSO concerts without the financial burden of purchasing a ticket for the 
adults in their family. Ticket prices for adults pose a little more of a challenge for both 
orchestras, but both orchestras are working to alleviate this issue with many promotional 
packages.  
Both the Roanoke and Virginia Symphonies are tackling the challenge of ticket 
prices for their respective communities in their own way. Benjamin Rous from the 
Virginia Symphony says, “Tickets aren’t exactly cheap, although they are not that 
expensive either.” The VSO is combating the ticket prices for those who are budget 
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conscious through their community engagement efforts by sponsoring outdoor free 
concerts, segmenting the price for different groups of customers, and scaling the house 
prices. Through their community events, they have offered free concerts that many adults 
attend. In turn, the orchestra has found that by offering concerts at no charge it helps to 
make the people more willing to pay the next time patrons want to hear and see the VSO. 
Executive Director of the Roanoke Symphony, David Crane remarks that the RSO has 
many different ways in which patrons can can attend and buy tickets at discounted rates 
to help with prices. Another way in which the RSO is working through ticket prices at 
specific concerts is to offer free seats in certain locations at an event. Sarah Wardle Jones 
said the Roanoke audience thought the ticket prices were “what [one] would expect them 
to be.”  
While ticket prices are an easier obstacle to tackle immediately for both 
orchestras, changing the stereotypical idea of a symphony orchestra to the community is 
not. David Crane of the RSO believes there is a “social stigma” associated with the word 
“symphony.” He asserts, “If you’ve made up your mind or have not been exposed to the 
symphonic world and you hear the word ‘symphony,’ you might not realize that we do 
pops concerts.”  He continues to remark that the orchestra is doing the music that the 
community loves, but may not know about it because of preconceptions. For example, the 
RSO is playing the music of Led Zeppelin, and Holiday Pops concerts with many 
recognizable tunes. When asked are there any other barriers faced for the RSO 
community members to attend concerts and events sponsored by the symphony David 
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Crane responded, “Understanding the questions what does the word ‘symphony’ mean 
and do you feel our orchestra is inclusive or not,” is the barrier Crane grappling with.  
As the lead administrator of the RSO, David Crane is trying to break down the 
barrier in his community by answering these questions in meetings and executive 
sessions. In addition, the RSO are not using the word “symphony” as much, hoping 
people will just realize they are hearing great music and that it can come from a 
symphony. He also says that the symphony is trying to reach out to diverse audiences to 
dispel the long-held notion that symphonic music is for one segment of society only. “We 
are partnering with other people in town that have access to different communities that 
maybe we’re not that strong in” (David Crane interview, 2016). The RSO would like to 
reach as many people as possible to show that music is not just for one group of people. 
Wardle Jones offers her thoughts on this subject by mentioning that, “Connecting people 
and saying we offer something that you already like” is what she is aiming to do in her 
community engagement efforts to solve this problem. Sarah Wardle Jones believes that 
by getting out into the community more with concerts will help to fight at least one of the 
preconceptions that going to the symphony orchestra is intimidating.  
Another preconception about the symphony is that concertgoers must know 
something about symphonic music. According to Ben Rous of the Virginia Symphony, it 
is “fear” and thinking “you have to know how to behave” and be “fluent in the music 
language ahead of time” in order to come to a symphony orchestra concert. In fact, that is 
not true at all. Rous believes that hearing a symphony concert for the first time is the 
“purest way” anyone can listen in the audience.  Ben Rous and Christy Havens of the 
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VSO and David Crane and Sarah Wardle Jones of the RSO, all believe that 
preconceptions of the symphony can be handled by continuing to communicate the 
message and program goals more clearly with regard to their education and community 
engagement programs.  
Even though communicating the message is a challenge within itself, it is a 
solution to the problem of changing the attitude of preconceptions. In the Roanoke 
Symphony’s education program, Wardle Jones says that communication is “definitely a 
challenge and something that we are trying to overcome.” She went on to say in our 
interview that they are really trying to refine the communication and organization of how 
the orchestra talks about certain programs. They’ve narrowed their education program 
offerings into two sectioned titles called Studio RSO Young Artists and Studio RSO Kids, 
hoping to organize program offerings more clearly.   
Both orchestras find that even successful education programs strictly held in 
schools are difficult to communicate, because community members who do not have 
children don’t see how much the symphony is doing in the school system. Christy 
Havens says, “There’s more to what we do than our community is aware of because we 
are behind the closed doors of the school.”  Crane of the RSO said that his community 
members have remarked that they “know we have education programs, but community 
members don’t necessarily know a lot of information about them.” He is working on this 
issue by talking more in the community about what the Roanoke Symphony is doing in 
schools, providing supplementary information for youth and adults on its program 
offerings. Both education directors are attempting to expose their dynamic school 
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programs by documenting the success of each program in the news, taking and displaying 
more photographs, and in general, talking more at concerts and community events about 
what the orchestra does for schools. Havens mentions publicizing the work the symphony 
does with education is important to help with potential donors for the symphony. By 
continuing to speak and educate actively, community members in southwestern and 
southeastern Virginia, the Roanoke and Virginia Symphonies will begin to make great 
headway on all of the challenges of communicating goals of the education and 
engagement programs to its community. 
In addressing the challenge of racial imbalance of symphony musicians that 
reflects the ethnicity of the community it served, this is an issue not only for orchestras 
involved in this case study, but in many places. The League of American Orchestra’s 
2016 conference theme was “The Richness of Difference.” Jeanne Allen of Nonprofit 
Quarterly has covered this topic in an article on orchestra diversity. She cited that the 
League conference was held in a majority African-American city of Baltimore, 
Maryland. Conference leaders and attendees addressed issues of the slow pace of change 
regarding the ethnic breakdown of orchestra musicians (www.nonprofitquartly.org 2016).  
The keynote speaker at the 2016 conference was DeRay McKesson, a key player 
in the Black Lives Matter movement. According to McKesson, “It’s important that we 
talk about diversity in all communities, and an orchestra is part of the larger community.”  
An article in the Washington Post stated that 85% of American orchestra players are 
Caucasian; 8% are Asian, and less than 2% are African American (Midgette 2013). In the 
August 2016 Strings Magazine, Karen Peterson recently wrote about the topic of 
61 
 
 
diversity entitled Starting with a Generation: Encouraging Diversity- OneStep, One 
Concert, One Community at a Time. Peterson cites the same statistics above as Anne 
Midgette, but adds that, “…low numbers aren’t deterring those invested in the idea of 
diversity, nor are advocates disheartened over what tends to be true abut the nature of 
societal change: It takes time and concerted effort” (Strings, August 2016).  Across the 
country programs are dealing with diversity in orchestras such as “Project STEP” of the 
Boston Symphony Orchestra and the “Sphinx Organization” based in Detroit which is a 
competition for racially underrepresented players (Strings, August 2016).  The Cincinnati 
Symphony Orchestra has only one black player, assistant principal cellist Norman E. 
Johns, yet the city of Cincinnati, Ohio has a make up of 44.8% African American 
residents.  
The Virginia Symphony recognizes the challenge of racial imbalance of its 
symphony musicians and Benjamin Rous says of his administration that they are trying to 
“to achieve balance.” He also adds that it is not easy to know what to do for this problem.  
The members of the Virginia Symphony Orchestra do not, like so many other cities, 
reflect the racial demographic of its city, Norfolk, Virginia, where they perform. Their 
individual audiences, however, tend to reflect the racial makeup of those artists or types 
of collaborations they will have. Rous explained that, “On certain collaborations they’ve 
had with guest companies or a single guest artist can change very drastically the racial 
makeup of the attendees.” The racial makeup of those that are full-time salaried 
musicians playing for a thirty-eight-week season with the Virginia Symphony Orchestra 
62 
 
 
musicians is forty-four are Caucasian (82%), seven Asian (13%), two Hispanic (4%), and 
one African-American (1%.) 
 
FIGURE 7: Races in Norfolk, VA(www.city-data.com/city/Norfolk-Virginia.html) 
The Roanoke Symphony Orchestra did not speak to the racial imbalance of its 
musicians to the community it services as strongly as the Virginia Symphony. According 
to Executive Director David Crane, the RSO has not seen “evidence of any challenges in 
serving a diverse community.” Crane continued to say that the “RSO actively seeks to 
engage the community and offers diverse artists and programs for all members of the 
community.  Musicians of the RSO are not salaried, but are hired as per service players 
after an audition. Most of the musicians who serve the predominantly Caucasian area of 
Roanoke, Virginia, do not live in the immediate area. The racial demographic of the 
orchestra is unknown, but assuming that the racial makeup is anywhere similar to the 
community it is likely that the RSO musicians do not directly reflect the community, but 
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are close. The Roanoke Symphony Orchestra offered no additional remarks on the larger 
issue of racial imbalance between orchestral musicians and the communities they serve.  
 
Figure 8: Racial demographic in Roanoke, VA (www.city-data.com/city/Roanoke-
Virginia.html) 
 
Particular to the Virginia Symphony Orchestra are the challenges of its geography 
and the fact that they do not have one venue dedicated to specifically their orchestra 
performances. Christy Havens thinks the larger obstacle for community engagement is 
geography. She remarks that, “Our region is laid out with all kinds of geographical 
barriers that make it a little harder to get around.” Hampton Roads is marked with many 
tunnels, bridges, and heavy traffic. When tunnels get closed down or the traffic is bad, it 
makes it “impossible” to get to a concert (Christy Havens 2016). Things tend to “feel 
further away here, than they would in a place that doesn’t have all these geographical 
barriers,” explained Havens. Ben Rous acknowledges that even though they have barriers 
with geography, the Hampton Roads area is so big that the symphony can “spread their 
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operations around to so many cites,” having a “chance to connect” with them, helping to 
display the importance of the Virginia Symphony in the community.  
Coupled with the geography of this region is the fact that the VSO does not have a 
central concert hall where patrons come to them. Havens points out that the orchestra 
“goes out into the community all over the place.” The VSO has three main concert 
venues: one on the Peninsula, one in Norfolk, and one in Virginia Beach. In addition, 
they perform at Regent University and Williamsburg as part of their regional concert 
series. She acknowledges that within her department this causes a little bit of a financial 
barrier, because so much travel expense is put into concerts when you have to be a “road 
orchestra.” Despite these challenges, the VSO is still working tirelessly to serve through 
its education and community engagement program offerings to every audience they 
encounter. In my case study research, the Roanoke Symphony Orchestra did not identify 
any other challenges outside of the shared ones with no additional comments. 
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CONCLUSION 
 
 
The predominant theme of symphonic relevancy is the need to educate. It is the 
education of our youth in school, young adults in college, and adults in the community 
that is an ongoing process. It is evident that a symphony orchestra plays a vital role in this 
process. By educating youth, developing partnerships, and engaging the community it 
serves, the orchestra appeals to audiences in new ways to maintain its relevance. In the 
commonwealth of Virginia, the Virginia Symphony and Roanoke Symphony Orchestra’s 
Education and Community Engagement programs provide meaningful school, arts, and 
business partnerships, musician-led initiatives, concerts, and increasingly artistic 
opportunities for people in the community to connect to the orchestra. Moreover, each 
orchestra is addressing the challenges of diversity and inclusion, and major issues in 
American orchestras today such as, communication, and dispelling preconceptions of a 
symphony orchestra in their own way.  
There are aspects within each case study that the orchestras can learn from the 
other. In addition, symphony orchestras of similarly sized budgets, demographics, and 
geographic areas can learn from this research. Both the Roanoke Symphony Orchestra 
and Virginia Symphony Orchestra find that it is important to connect and reach out to the 
people served in the respective communities. Both orchestras do this by partnering with 
major arts organizations such as The Virginia and Southwest Virginia Ballet companies, 
Chrysler and Taubman Museums of Art, and such theatrical artists as, Mill Mountain 
Theatre, Opera Roanoke, and the Virginia Opera. Partnering with both large and smaller 
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professional arts organizations, gives the symphonic orchestra audience a chance to 
expand its base.  
Among similarities within the education realm of each orchestra is their strong 
relationship with their school systems and large student-centered concerts. The Roanoke 
Symphony calls their student-centered concert a Discovery Concert, and the Virginia 
Symphony Orchestra calls this activity a Young People’s Concert. Two different names, 
but with one mission: to provide exposure to symphonic music, supplement music 
education where needed, and increase access to the arts for all. Both orchestras continue 
to showcase high quality artistic programs and reach a large number of youth across their 
respective regions. The Virginia Symphony Orchestra reaches at least 25,000 children 
with its Young People’s Concert every year, and most recently with the expansion of 
televising their Discovery Concerts, the Roanoke Symphony was able to reach 20,000 
children across the Roanoke Valley and beyond.  
Where the organizations differ is in how they educate. Both orchestras believe in 
the power of youth orchestra opportunities for students, but each is different in their 
approach. As part of their educational offerings the Roanoke Symphony Orchestra has a 
Youth Orchestra that is coupled with the larger ensemble. Their Roanoke Symphony 
Youth Orchestra students come from ten school districts, four private schools, and some 
homeschooled children across southwest and West Virginia. Like this symphony, this 
youth orchestra is the only one for youth geographically on this side of the state. The 
Virginia Symphony Orchestra on the opposite, southeastern portion of Virginia, does not 
have its own youth orchestra as part of its educational offerings. It partners with the many 
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youth orchestra programs already in existence in its region, such as, Bay Youth 
Symphony Orchestra, Peninsula Youth Orchestra, and the Williamsburg Youth 
Orchestra. Because there are so many successful youth orchestras outside of the 
symphony, the VSO does not see the need to form its own. According to Sarah Wardle 
Jones, the VSO “supports the ones they already have.” She also states that they can 
partner with the other youth orchestras, rather than doing it all themselves with limited 
staffing. While the Roanoke Symphony also has its own youth orchestra they also have a 
Summer Music Institute, which is an intensive summer camp. The Virginia Symphony 
Orchestra does not offer its own summer music camp within is educational offerings.  
The final major difference between the two orchestras is the Virginia Symphony 
Orchestra on the southeastern side of the state has an Education and Community 
Engagement Committee, while the southwestern Roanoke Symphony does not. This 
committee of leaders helps to drive all program goals and evaluate program offerings 
provided by the symphony. It is an invaluable resource that this orchestra has for 
themselves. The VSO is demonstrating a high level of commitment to engagement and 
relevance to its local community by clearly prioritizing education and engagement for its 
orchestra, staff, and even volunteers.  
In continuing to advance the mission of the Virginia Symphony Orchestra to 
residents of Hampton Roads and surrounding communities, they just underwent a 
reorganization of staff to “support a new focus on community service” (Monica Meyer, 
Virginia Symphony Orchestra, 2016). According a December 30th 2016 press release, 
“Beginning January 3 the VSO, [will] merge the Artistic/Operations Department with 
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Education and Community Engagement under a new heading, ‘Orchestra Activities,’ that 
will encompass all of the VSO’s work in the community, both on and off the stage” 
(Meyer). Christy Havens, former Education and Community Director during the 
compositional time of this thesis will now serve the VSO as their Director of Orchestra 
Activities. The Virginia Symphony clearly recognizes the need to serve the community in 
Southeastern Virginia.  
In studying the education and community engagement programs of both the 
Roanoke Symphony Orchestra and the Virginia Symphony Orchestra, I have several 
recommendations. From my research I found the RSO (on the southwestern part of state 
of Virginia) does not seem to offer many adult-centered educational opportunities for 
adults in its community. They do offer pre-concert lectures and standard program notes 
for its season concerts, but provide no other form of education out side of the symphony 
concert setting. In the southeastern portion of the state, the VSO, partners with several 
community colleges, such as Tidewater Community College and Regent University to 
offer continuing education opportunities about music for adults. I think this is beneficial 
for those adults, regardless of whether they are a Millennial, Generation X, or Baby 
Boomer who may have missed out on the classical orchestra experience in their youth. 
They can now receive that symphonic education as an adult. I recommend that the RSO 
provide more classroom-style education opportunities for the adults in the community so 
they have more chances to learn about the orchestra other than solely attending a RSO 
event or concert. 
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My recommendation for the Virginia Symphony Orchestra that serves the 
southeastern portion of the state is to explore the idea of a VSO-sponsored summer camp 
for students. Summer camp in general can be such a benefit in a child’s life to meet new 
friends, grow as individuals, and learn. Music camps help to build student’s self-
confidence in performance, develop teamwork, and hone both individual and large group 
music ensemble skills. The Roanoke Symphony (on the southwestern part of the state) 
has a thriving Summer Music Institute that offers group instruction, master classes, 
rehearsals that are engaging, providing the total music experience for all participants. I 
believe the Virginia Symphony Orchestra could provide this same type of experience to 
youth in its region. 
My recommendations for further study in education and community engagement 
programs are abundant. The field would benefit from a study of all thirty-seven 
professional orchestras in the state of Virginia and their education and community 
engagement offerings. This could possibly be conducted by an intern for the state of 
Virginia with the League of American Orchestras. A study such as this would look at 
what each orchestra in the state is offering for youth and adults in their respective 
communities, similarity to my comparison. I would also recommend a study of education 
and community engagement sectors of those orchestras with similar budgets of the 
orchestras to see how they use financial resources.  These recommendations for further 
study would specifically advise orchestras of ways to connect to their community more 
through engagement initiatives.  
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From this case study I have learned that geography plays a huge impact on how 
an orchestra approaches education and engagement. In studying the Virginia Symphony 
orchestra which provides services to the southeastern region of the state, I have learned 
that there are limitations if each community served is as spread out as some orchestras are 
and there is no central performance venue. The area of Hampton Roads is also 
surrounded by water, tunnels, and bridges. Difficulty driving to and from arts activities 
due to traffic congestion is a part of its natural geography. In addition, many families in 
this area are not stationary, as there is a large Naval base in the city of Norfolk and 
several beach communities. Having so many military families and tourists coming in and 
out of the area can make it difficult to achieve continuity in education.  
The Roanoke Valley of southwestern Virginia is surrounded by mountains, rolling 
landscape, and with a slower pace than the eastern side of the state. Roanoke is a much 
more rural. The Roanoke Symphony Orchestra is the only professional orchestra over 
100 miles away from the capital, Richmond, that can provide high quality arts and 
engagement to residents living on that side of the state. Geographically, there are just not 
as many professional orchestras in the area.  
Regardless of how far one orchestra is from the other, both education and 
community engagement programs are flourishing. No matter where it is located, each 
orchestra has to build a positive partnership with its school system and actively seek 
meaningful ways to engage diverse audiences within its immediate community and afar. 
These orchestras are on two different sides of the state, but have the same overall 
challenges. A symphony orchestra provides education, revenue, and improves the quality 
71 
 
 
of life in a community. The Education and Community Engagement department purpose 
is to provide exposure and bring the education of symphonic music to all, breaking down 
barriers, and remaining relevant in our ever-changing world.  
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APPENDIX A: LETTER OF CONSENT 
 
 
Symphonic Relevancy: Education and Community Engagement Programs in Virginia 
 
To Interview Participant, 
 
I am a student in Drexel University’s Arts Administration Graduate Program, and I am 
conducting interviews for my master’s thesis, Symphonic Relevancy: Education and 
Community Engagement Programs in Virginia.  I am studying how regional orchestras in 
the state of Virginia provide education and community engagement services to their 
market. 
 
During this study, you will be asked to answer questions based on your experience.  This 
interview was designed to be approximately a half hour to an hour in length.  However, 
please feel free to expand on the topic or discuss related ideas.  Also, if there are any 
questions you would rather not answer or that you do not feel comfortable answering, 
please say so, and we will stop the interview or move on to the next question, whichever 
you prefer.  
 
This research project is designed to maximize learning, both on my part, for anyone who 
reads the thesis, and hopefully for you. You may find reflecting on your experiences 
beneficial. I do not believe that this research project or your participation poses any risk.  
 
All the information, including names, and locations of programs will be used in this 
research.  Personal information from interviews will not be used in the research and 
confidential. I do plan to publish this thesis in the Drexel University archives. If you 
prefer that this thesis not be published in Drexel’s institutional archive, please let me 
know. You will have an opportunity to review a transcript of this interview or any quotes 
I plan to use in the final thesis paper prior to my completion of the project. I will keep the 
interview transcriptions in a secure place.  Only my faculty advisor and I will have access 
to this information. Upon completion of this project, all data will be destroyed or stored 
in a secure location.   
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APPENDIX B: INTERVIEW QUESTIONS 
 
Roanoke Symphony Orchestra Questions – Sarah Wardle Jones 
 Symphonic Relevancy: Education and Community Engagement Programs in Virginia  
(Education and Community Engagement Director) 
 
1. Describe for me your role with the Roanoke Symphony?   
2. Does your organization have any specific goals for education and community engagement?   
3. Describe Roanoke Symphony’s educational and community programs.   
4. Is there a present evaluation system for the educational and community programs currently 
running?   
5. What innovations have been made in programming as it relates to the community themed 
events or community involvement with the symphony in the last five years?   
6. Have you worked with any partners like other arts organizations or business to help connect the 
community to the symphony?   
7. Do you believe there are any barriers faced for your community members to attend concerts or 
events sponsored by the symphony?   
8. What educational role do you believe the Roanoke Symphony has on its community?   
9. What do you think the community’s overall perception of the Roanoke Symphony is?   
10.Is there any additional information you would like to provide on the education and community 
services for the Roanoke Symphony?  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APPENDIX C: INTERVIEW QUESTIONS 
Roanoke Symphony Orchestra Questions – David Crane 
Symphonic Relevancy: Education and Community Engagement Programs in Virginia 
(Executive Director) 
 
1. What role do you serve in the Roanoke Symphony’s Education and Community 
Engagement Programs?  
 
2. What educational role do you believe the Roanoke Symphony plays for its school-aged 
children? What about adults?  
 
3. Does your organization have any specific goals for education and community 
engagement?   
 
4. In my interview with Sarah Wardle Jones she discussed the symphony has an event 
geared towards adults called Meet the Musicians (formally started in 2015-2016) in your 
green room space. Can you tell me why you feel this is an important initiative from an 
executive standpoint?  
 
5. Mrs. Wardle Jones mentioned that there are several surveys employed by your 
organization to evaluate programs. Most recently there was a community member survey. 
What did you find out from the survey about your education and community programs 
directly from community members?  
 
6. What innovations have been made in programming as it relates to the education, 
community themed events, or community involvement with the symphony in the last five 
years? 
 
7. In what ways has working with arts partners (Mill Mountain Theatre, Taubman Museum 
of Art, Opera Roanoke) helped to connect the symphony to the community?  
 
8. Do you believe there are any barriers faced for your community members to attend 
concerts or events sponsored by the symphony? As the lead administrator, what are you 
doing to break or prevent those barriers?  
 
 
9. What do you think the community’s overall perception of the Roanoke Symphony is?  
 
 
10. Is there any additional information you would like to provide on the education and 
community services for the Roanoke Symphony?  
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APPENDIX D: INTERVIEW QUESTIONS 
 
Virginia Symphony Orchestra Questions – Christy Havens 
Symphonic Relevancy: Education and Community Engagement Programs in Virginia 
(Education and Community Engagement Director) 
 
1. Describe for me your role with the Virginia Symphony? 
 
 
2. What educational role do you believe the Virginia Symphony has for its youth and 
adults?  
 
 
3. Does your organization have any specific goals for education and community 
engagement?   
 
 
4. Describe Virginia Symphony’s educational and community programs.  
 
 
5. Is there a present evaluation system for the educational and community programs 
currently running? 
 
 
6. What innovations have been made in programming as it relates to education, community 
themed events, or community involvement with the symphony in the last five years? 
 
 
7. Have you worked with any partners like other arts organizations or business to help 
connect the community to the symphony?  
 
 
8. Do you believe there are any barriers faced for your community members to attend 
concerts or events sponsored by the symphony?  
 
 
 
9. What do you think the community’s overall perception of the Virginia Symphony is?  
 
 
10. Is there any additional information you would like to provide on the education and 
community services for the Virginia Symphony?  
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APPENDIX E – INTERVIEW QUESTIONS 
Virginia Symphony Orchestra Questions – Benjamin Rous 
Symphonic Relevancy: Education and Community Engagement Programs in Virginia 
(Resident Conductor) 
 
1. What role do you serve in the Virginia Symphony’s Education and Community 
Engagement Programs?  
 
 
2. What educational role do you believe the Virginia Symphony plays for its school-aged 
children? What about adults?    
 
 
3. In my interview with Christy Havens she mentioned you have a Roper Series that will be 
expanding more this season. She discussed at these concerts you have “tweet seats” as a 
means to actively engage your audience. Can you tell me why you feel this audience 
engagement is an important initiative from an executive standpoint or perhaps elaborate 
on this need?  
 
 
4. Christy mentioned that there have not been any formal surveys provided to the 
community on the quality and overall impact of your education and community 
engagement programs. The use of feedback forms and attendance tracking is currently 
used to evaluate the programs. There is however, an education and community and 
engagement committee. What is your involvement in that committee and, or the 
evaluation of your education and engagement programs?  
 
5. How do you feel about the musicians of the Virginia Symphony starting their own 
community engagement program called the New Era Campaign? Do you have any 
involvement in this?  
 
6. In what ways has working with arts and non-arts partners (local colleges, Chrysler 
Museum, Carnegie Hall, Hospital) helped to connect the symphony to the community?  
 
7. Do you believe there are any barriers faced for your community members to attend 
concerts or events sponsored by the symphony? As the lead administrator, what are you 
doing to break or prevent those barriers?  
 
8. What do you think the community’s overall perception of the Virginia Symphony is?  
 
 
9. Is there any additional information you would like to provide on the education and 
community services for the Virginia Symphony?  
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